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CHAPTER IV 

TIBBEY OR SHARON 

1864 
\ 

Back in San Francisco, Ralston plunged immediately into making 

his bank the center of San Francisco and California development. 

- From the first, Donohoe, Ralston & Co. took the lead in financial 

circles. Immense bullion shipments from the mines of the Comstock 

Lode passed through their hands. In no time at all, with the magic 

of California, the firm made a great deal of money, and Ralston 

became a prince of fortune. Now he lived on Rincon Hill sur

rounded by gardens and attended by horses, carriages, and servants 

galore. One night, shortly after his marriage, he gave a magnificent 

ball there in honor of his bride. For the occasion, a beautiful ivory-

tinted, temporary ballroom was constructed adjoining his house. 

Its interior was lined with mirrors and finished in the Empire style. 

Out of compliment to their princely host the women guests came 

garbed in gowns that would have done credit to the court of 

Napoleon III and Eugenie.1 ' 

From the first the Comstock Lode had fascinated Ralston. He 

had been the first to appreciate the possibility of harnessing its 

wealth to the business development of San Francisco.2 On the 

strength-of those mines he intended to develop San Francisco into 

a greater city than New Orleans. He looked upon those mines as r 

an excellent investment. He felt they would go on producing forever 

and paying big returns on any investment. To all who came to his 

office seeking advice regarding investments, he always recom

mended Comstock holdings. To show his faith in them he had 

already loaned a large percentage of his bank's principal to Com

stock enterprises or establishments of different kinds, like Donohoe's 

foundry or the Vulcan Iron Works of San Francisco, which were 

constantly engaged in turning out machinery, cages, engines, etc., 
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TIBBEY OR SHARON 33 

for the mines. Thus San Francisco and the Comstock Lode became 

one and indissoluble: a vicious circle. Californians invested their 

wealth in the Lode. In return Comstock bullion, in a steady stream, 

poured into the development of San Francisco.3 

But the lure of the Comstock did not entirely wean Ralston from 

his love of the sea. Once in a while he made loans to promote 

water-ways. When Captain J. C. Ainsworth, his old Mississippi 

River friend, wantbd to develop a steamship line on the Columbia 

River, Ralston accommodated him with a large sum of money. 

Kelly, Ralston's New. York partner, looked with ill favor on 

such loans.4 

If you're going to lend money outside of California in that way," 

he complained testily, "we had better dissolve partnership."5 

In the past Ralston had often been provoked over these remarks. 

The relationship had become strained. When Kelly wanted to 

move their banking concern to New York, Ralston would not 

listen.6 By that time he had become too deeply involved in Cali

fornia. The firm had made its money in San Francisco, he retorted. 

Its profits should promote the city's welfare. Continually now 

Donohoe found one thing or another to criticize in the character of 

Ralston s loans:7 his security was inadequate; such loans were not 

good banking, or he was taking too many chances. 

Kelly was too conservative for a new country, Ralston contended. 

While the controversy waxed increasingly bitter, Ralston made up 

his mind to break away from his partners and found a new com

pany in which his own policies would be paramount. Secretly he 

went about his plans. Before either Kelly or Donohoe knew what 

had happened, the Bank of California had been organized, and 

Ralston had taken with him some of the best accounts, notably all 

of those connected with the Comstock Lode. 

As quickly as subscriptions to the new bank stock poured in, 

Ralston invested them in choice paper, discounts, bonds, etc., but 

mostly hi Comstock Lode properties. So that when the new bank 

opened its doors, it started out with a goodly amount of business on 
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34 RALSTON'S RING 

its books. So quietly had Ralston planned these maneuvers, that 

never once had Donohoe and Kelly suspected what was happening8 

beneath the surface. 

When they discovered what had occurred, they were both amazed 

and not a little nettled. They would make Ralston regret his se

crecy. He had not been frank with them. 

So had the Bank of California come into existence. More and 

more, as Ralston's faith in the Comstock had increased, the capital 

funds of the organization had been re-invested in or loaned to mills, 

foundries or mines directly dependent on the continued production 

of the Comstock Lode. 

Thus Ralston had been greatly alarmed for the safety of his 

institution when, one day, a terrific crash occurred on the San Fran-, 

cisco stock market and Comstock holdings began to crumble in 

value. The Lode was finished, ran street gossip. 

Gould and Curry," which had been paying a dividend of $125 a 

share or a foot, cracked at $6300 and ran rapidly down to $2400, 

and then to $900. "Ophir" fell from $1580 to $300. "Savage" went 

down from $2600 to $750.° "North America" to $105. "North 

Potosi" to $68. It was' frightful. 

So rapidly did shares rain on the market from all directions that 

hundreds of prominent men were ruined. Was it a panic? Ralston 

asked himself. Never had there been such a tumble in Comstock 

stocks. Worst of all, alarming reports were circulating: the under

ground workings of the greatest producers like "Gould and Curry" 

and "Ophir" were flooded with water. An inexhaustible flow, from 

where, no man knew, was rushing pell-mell through, drift and 

winze, drowning out ledges and clogging up stopes. Old miners 

said it was the end of the Comstock. No pump could handle such 

floods. They began to fold up their tents, buy prairie schooners and 

strike out for Austin, Belmont, and other desert camps to the East. 

It was at this very time when the mines were being drowned out 

and the San Francisco stock market was crashing, that word had 

reached Ralston that the Bank of California's trusted correspondents 

on the Comstock Lode, Stateler and Arrington, had failed. What 
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. alarmed Ralston most of all was thst Stateler and Arlington owed 

•the Bank of California a large sum of money.10 

For several years Stateler and Arrington had handled the large 

. account of the rich Gould and Curry Gold and Silver Mining 

Company," of which Ralston was treasurer. Because Ralston had 

trusted the firm as honorable men he had given them the privilege 

of overdrawing their account. On the first of every month "Gould 

and Curry, Ophir, Mexican," and other mining companies 

with which Ralston was connected, needed large amounts of gold 

coin to pay off their miners, teamsters, and oremen. To facilitate 

matters, Stateler and Arrington had been granted the right to sup

ply this money. But they had imposed upon the privilege. Without 

Ralston's knowledge they had become gamblers and carousers, and 

had overdrawn their account and failed when really solvent. It had 

been a shameful proceeding. More than anything else Ralston hated 

to be disappointed in those in whom he had placed trust. 

Not only had the Comstock firm overdrawn their account, but 

they had left the Bank of California greatly embarrassed. As a large 

percentage of the Bank's capital had been involved, Ralston feared 

that its security had been jeopardized.11 

Besides, it was imperative to continue the business relationship 

with the Comstock Lode. Not only did the safety of the bank 

depend upon the continued productivity of the mines, but also on 

' salvaging as much as possible from the defunct Stateler and Arring- * 

•• •ton account. 

On account of the seriousness of the situation, Ralston resolved to 

send Edney S. Tibbey, his receiving teller, one of the most reliable 

men in his employ, to Virginia City.12 Tibbey was thoroughly fa

miliar with the bank and its mining loans. He understood Ralston, 

and Ralston understood him. For such an important post, Tibbey 

was the logical choice. He could be trusted. One day Ralston sent 

for Tibbey to come to his office. He explained to him about the 

Stateler and Arrington failure, their account and the importance of 

the Lode investments. 

Would Tibbey "go up there?" 
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Tibbey replied that he would. 

Ralston took up the. appointment with the directors. Finally, it 

was agreed that Tibbey should be shifted to Virginia City. 

Tibbey made ready to depart. He even.had the place of residence 

on his life insurance policy changed from San Francisco to Virginia 

City. 

When Colonel Fry and Wakelee heard of this Comstock opening, 

they came to Ralstonhe must consider Sharon for the position.13 

Ralston, though favorably impressed, hesitated." Sharon was 

hardly the man for the emergency. He knew nothing about the 

mining game. Besides, Ralston had made final arrangements. 

When Fry and Wakelee found out about Tibbey, they offered to 

pay Sharon's $15,000 bond which the bank demanded." Still Rals-

ton did not like the idea. Virginia City would require a man 

familiar with the home bank and its investments, he explained. 

_ Sharon knew nothing about banking. ; 

Fry and Wakelee were insistent. Always liking to please his 

friends, Ralston allowed himself to be persuaded. Sharon was slated 

for the appointment. One day he came to Ralston's office for final 

instructions. Ralston outlined the importance of the Comstock to ; 

the Bank of California and to San Francisco's development. Did 

Sharon think, he could handle the situation ? 

But Sharon was hardly listening to what Ralston was proposing. 

Past events still lay too heavily upon his mind. 

"I'll get even," he swore, as he left Ralston's office to take up his ; 

duties in Virginia City. "I'll get even with the Comstock yet."18 



CHAPTER V 

A PERILOUS POSITION 

1864 

At the last moment Ralston weakened. He dispatched his brother, 

James Alpheus Ralston, to Virginia City. He was far from confi

dent that Sharon could straighten out the Bank of California's 

tangled affairs on the Comstock. In the meantime Brother James 

would be a check upon his movements. 

On the heels of his stock-market fiasco, Bill Sharon arrived in 

Virginia City and put up at the International Hotel on "C" Street. 

Not only was he bent on getting even with the Comstock Lode, but 

he was determined to justify Ralston's faith in him. Not every 

banker would have entrusted matters of such colossal import to one' 

who had so lately lost his money. And Sharon -intended to prove 

to the directors that Ralston's choice had not been misplaced, 

k By the time of his arrival, Wells Fargo & Co. had carefully sifted 

the Stateler and Arrington securities and appropriated the cream to 

satisfy their own account. From the remainder, Sharon chose so 

'Wisely that the Bank of California recovered nearly the full amount 

of Ralston's advancements.1 

Sharon's able execution of this matter pleased Ralston, but did not 

lessen his worries. Unfortunately, aside from the Stateler and Ar

lington account, the greater part of the Bank's capital was tied up 

in Comstock mines and mills. And mine security meant ore: po

tential and actual. Failure of those deposits would mean the failure 

of the whole woof and warp of the Pacific Coast's financial fabric. 

So dosdy had the business life of San Francisco, affairs of the Bank 

UIlf°™ia, and production on the Comstock Lode become inter

woven- When Ralston had made , those investments, he believed 

1 all speculative San Francisco that the Comstock Lode was as 

37 
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inexhaustible as the mines of Peru. Like the Bank of England or the 

Rock of Gibraltar, he had felt that the- mines would endure forever 

and would withstand any amount of financial shock. Convinced 

of that opinion, he had poured the Bank's capital into Washoe 

mines and mills, without stint. 

When he had finished the Stateler and Arrington matter, Sharon 

began examining the general Virginia City situation. The financial 

outlook was dismal. Sharon could see that Ralston was in an em

barrassing position. Where could he get enough ore to feed those 

mills, to which the bank had made big commitments ? One by one, 

Sharon visited the mines: the "Ophir," the "Gould and Curry," 

t h e  " C h o l l a r , "  t h e  " B e l c h e r , "  t h e  " Y e l l o w  J a c k e t , "  a n d  a  s c o r e  o f -

other hitherto promising properties in which Ralston had tied up 

his capital. Down he went into their dripping shafts: in every one, 

to be stopped by water. Try as he would in any one of them he 

could not go below the 500-foot level, not even if he had donned 

a diving-suit, for the water in the sumps was dark, offensive, and 

scalding hot. Poisonous gases pricked at his eyes, burned his lungs 

and made his head swim. The moist, ill-smelling air sickened him. 

In every shaft pumps were groaning and grating. Every stroke 

proclaiming louder than words that the task of lifting those under

ground floods to the surface was too great for machinery. Every 

sense convinced Sharon that the great Lode was drowned out. Where 

could Ralston find the means to relieve the Lode of water? 

Sharon rounded up all the mining experts on the Comstock, and 

confronted them with the problem. He talked to foremen, to super

intendents, to the miners themselves. The outlook was the gloomi

est old Comstockers had yet faced. Every one was dismayed by the 

unprecedented underground floods. Their conviction was fixed! The 

Comstock was not so much a played-out camp as a drowned-out 

one.2 

From the water question, Sharon turned to the Lode itself. He 

made himself as familiar as a geologist with its formation, its ore-

bodies and their relationship to the barren portions as well as their 
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relative positions one to the other. He studied the cost of lumber, 

o teaming of ore reduction, of operating hoists, of pumping and 

furnaces. The struggle of horse, ox, and mule to carry on the Corn-

stock s gigantic lumbering and wood program was galling to him. 

Work on the Comstock was not systematized. Too many men had 

a finger in the pie. 

Besides, he had assays made of the ore in every mine in which 

Ra ston was interested-not one assay but many assays. Not trust

ing local assayers, he had one of his own nephews trained in the art. 

•We must have an ore expert in the family," he had explained. 

ogether they had tested and re-tested. Checked and re-checked 

Down to the very water-level in the mines tests ran high. In many 

cases the higher the assay the closer to the water-level, thus sub

stantiating Sharon's belief that there was richer ore under the water 

than ffitd as yet been uncovered. Deep mining was Ralston's salva

tion. They must get below the water-level. 

. Thus Sharon became somewhat of a mining expert: one of the 

best informed and most skillful then on the Comstock. No man on 

the Coast not even Ralston, had so clear an understanding of the 

exotic conditions under which the Lode thrived, of the difficulties 

under which it was provisioned, mined, milled, supplied with water 

to drink and wood to burn. 

jUter his examination was complete, Sharon came to a shrewd 

conclusron: he had reached the place where all the money on the 

Pacific Coast was coming from. But it was being mined and milled 

m an extravagant manner.* Perhaps the Comstock was exhausted 

u™ en rT bUt °nly PCrhaPS? Mow thc ^"ing 

p 'f' aron ll 3!!urK'. 'lit Lode was alive with probabilities 

vondT ""f,," W°Uld C°minUe fo0t after foot> b°nanza ,be-

ShaL tTt , ?a'r had t0 d0 was <b« problem. 

Sharon had absolute faith in Dame Nature. She was not given to 

m"ftnCipCp. Ime of 'nlncral g»ve promise of another. She 

she woTijT" danCC "P0" a tangcnti but eventually 

hewould get down to business. The Comstock was a fissure vein-

&Surc ran- UP™ all geologists had agreed. Many 
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times that fact had been decided beyond a scintilla of a doubt, in 

spite of the millions squandered to prove the opposite before packed 

juries and profligate judges.4 

to kvT* thVT' Shar°" WaS COnfident' naturc would continue 

to lay down her bonanzas, row after row of them, tier upon tier, 

Co ?Tn-r,.Cra,K' Ure brighter than an>' I»" awaited the 

Comstock. The drowned eould be resuseitated and made to live 

again. Ralston had no worries provided he would listen to him 

Sharon made two recommendations to his chief, first: 

ahov, , California must monopolize the Comstock both 

above ground and below the earth's surface. I, must control the 

Sierra all'h ™m"S drank' tte food 'hey ate, the timber in the 

eve™ ml7 m T°g' M°St °f a" thc Bank must «"«<>' 
blkMd °n °msttxk ^de. Everything on the ' 

Sha7n ZT'b" m"St Und" Ra'St0n'S thumb' and hc> WilIia™ 

onaron, must be his representative on the Lode 

didnvT^" Wa^el* musc be drained off the Lode. How? Sharon 

estlHishCZPliSVhZ ™ds',Shar°n SU88CSted that Ralst°n should 

establish a branch of the Bank of California at Virginia City which 

eZhangZnT h Z"' ̂  ̂  °f ^ a"d 
exchange, and should put h,m charge as manager. In that way 

statuZo/l Z °m- Rlk°n W°Uld M 311 "-"cs Jcnow the eZY 

enterprise Thrr8 °f "Zl °! a" C°1Iattral> h"1™, and 

ZY Y Y fnc, P SC o£ the Comstock, as it were, would 

ni >k e J .a. h and he could administer to the Lode's 

plethora or debility as the case might be. 

lavSshonmiinSiSted ^riskcd grCat financiai «*-
ays on mining enterprises, should know every detail of their opera

tions and have the power to control them. This could be accom 

phshed only through founding a branch bank at Virginia City and 

appointing a manager.* If Ralston would agree to this olan sL-

promised to move to Virginia City, to devom the ^Zfive'yet 0f 
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his life to the Comstock Lode and to salvaging the capital funds 

of the Bank of California. 

Daring operator that he was, the future of the Comstock Lode 

filled Ralston with qualms. If the mines should fail, if there was 

nothing beyond the sumps but porphyry, how could he extricate 

himself? What would become of the large sums already advanced 

upon milling and mining property? The capital of the Bank of 

California would be lost. His dream of a greater San Francisco 

would be more fallacious than a desert mirage. Mills, machinery, 

all the towns of Washoe would be worthless if the fissure continued 

barren below the water-level. Collapse of the mines would mean 

collapse of the Bank of California and all its subsidiaries. It was a 

. -sickening thought. He was inextricably involved. 

Ralston clung to Sharon's recommendations as the drowning to 

a straw. He had not failed to mark Sharon's shrewd intelligence, 

his boldness of enterprise, his strength of will and perseverance.6 

In the end, in spite of initial doubts, he was convinced. If any one 

could salvage the, Comstock, Sharon would; and he determined 

. that a branch bank must be established in Virginia City and that 

Sharon must be put in charge. But the Bank's directorate was not 

so confident. They favored the project of a Bank branch, but they 

did not second the appointment of Sharon as manager. They were 

technical in their regard of men. They .had amassed their posses

sions by care. They held them by watchfulness. Sharon was a 

plunger. With one misstep, he had lost his wealth. No, Sharon was 

not the man for this emergency. A far saner individual, not a 

gambler, was required. 

"A man who has lost his own fortune," announced one director, 

is not the most suitable person to administer the affairs and for

tunes of others."7 1 

But Ralston was determined. He knew the stock market, he 

knew the treacherous manner in which Sharon had lost his estate. 

He. also knew all the care, forethought, and knowledge that had 

gone.into the making of that fortune. Failure had added to Sharon's 
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stature. Ralston made up his mind quickly: Sharon was the only 

man for the Comstock job. The directors must yield. 

But the directors were not convinced. One day it was brought 

out in meeting that Sharon was a confirmed poker player. 

Ralston listened with amusement to this random gossip. He was 

only interested in one thing. 

"Does he play poker well?" he queried. 

"No one on the Coast can play better," came the reply. 

"There," affirmed Ralston. "Sharon is the very man we want."8 

Ralston pressed his advantage. As usual the directors yielded 

to Ralston. After all, they had perfect, confidence in his masterly 

methods. Had he not raised the Bank of California to foremost 

rank among financial institutions on the Pacific Coast? Did he not 

give them a one per cent dividend every month ?° Never had they 

seen any one make money as Ralston did. 

On the 6th of September, 1864, in the quarters lately occupied 

by Arnold and Blauvelt, on the corner of C and Taylor Street, a 

branch of the Bank of California was founded. The wily William 

Sharon was put in charge.10 

With no illusions left, Sharon's one idea was to get even with 

the thing that had almost destroyed him. 
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CHAPTER VI 

WATER 

1864-1865 

"Water, water, everywhere!" 
Nothing in sight but water. 

o/—Ue fl0°f °f Subterranean water> Dry as the Lode was 
" d^.surface' underground it was as wet as the bottom of the 

mg" r mme Was afflicted by the influx. .Water that neither 
tnan, ingenuity, pump, nor engine could handle. All of Sharon^ 
m i Sn ended with the Scuttlins of the mines. 

"Chollar" ^ gr°Und in the 

Every reP°rt from Virginia dty bore 

Z L ' 7  w a s  t 0  b c  n o  e n d  t 0  , h c  f i g h t  «  

'  b o n a n T i n . Z Z Z Z W e r e  ' » • * * < » * «  

"Chollar," or "Yellow A 2"d Mch<' 
rWrt n. 1 enow jacket. Bonanzas richer than any yet dis-
do ed But what good would they be if they were submerged in 

'IZ r, VaP0r0llS heM? Wll° couId taP or even reach 

would liberate a flood Th" "!jT 'hem' Thelr blasts 

•Ad. With "very !r„t Z Z ^ likc raK in a <•»-

look for a trickle or t , / *S""SC ^ theT woaU 

"ould listen ft fc Zr f Zter' Brf°re !Winging " again they 

«ness contZd f ways bv ZT * ™ ̂  ™k " _ ucu always by fear of pent-up water2 

" UMary "0fW' m!»' -tog in the semi-darkness 
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of the 400-foot level, had plunged his pick through a clay-seam. To 

his surprise a stream of hot water had shot out of the opening, 

almost knocking the workmen over. One miner had been badly 

scalded. Another had been caught and killed. Others had run, 

barely escaping with their lives.3 

Fifty hours later, candles in hand, the miners had returned to the 

drift to investigate. What did they find in that stygian darkness? 

A subterranean lake of hot, steaming, ill-smelling water, 100 feet 

long, 30 feet wide, and 21 feet deep. The glow from their candles, 

burned feebly in the oxygen-impoverished atmosphere and threw 

a sickly track of light across its turgid surface. 

Hardly had that lake been drained than another "water-pocket" 

was tapped and the miners set racing for ladders and safety. The 

day following had disclosed a well of water, 160 feet deep, at the 

bottom of the shaft.4 Although the "Ophir's" ore-body had not ex

hausted itself, work had to be abandoned until more powerful 

pumps and more engine power could be engendered. 

Water gave the Comstock such a discouraging outlook that Rals

ton would have recalled, if he could, every cent invested in the 

Lode. 

Everywhere the same story repeated itself. The water seemed to 

lie in wait for the miners and dispute the ground with them inch 

by inch. Insentient monster that it was, it seemed endowed with 

human cunning. Foiled at one point, it would appear at another. 

When the miners were off guard and working in fancied security, 

it would creep up on them and scare them half to death. If they 

lopped off one head, a hundred others, with inexhaustible vigor, 

would crop out elsewhere.5 

When the shaft of "Central No. 1" sank to a depth of 562 feet 

and ran into a flood of hot water, the Company became disheartened 

and gave up the attempt of making further progress. Had they 

only had the fortitude to penetrate a little further! For the "Cen

tral" and all adjoining territory then belonged to Ralston's Ring. 

In their turn, "Overman" workers were drowned out and the 

Company forced to suspend underground operations. When "Yel-
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I , J .C\S. Sha^ reached a depth of 317 feet, an unsuspecting 

I pick-prick liberated a stream of water 2^ inches in breadth. Swiftly 

J the works had been flooded and another mine had to be sur-

| rendered to the hundred-headed hydra that was uprearing its head 

in practically every shaft on the Lode. It was as if those floods were 

forever C° W3m ^ time' and drive'him away from Washoe 

But Ralston responded to these inundations with greater vigor. 

In he Gould and Curry," which had become one of the wettest 

f. afts on the Lode he had mstalled a monster engine and pump, 

designed and built by the Vulcan Iron Works on Third Street, San 

I 42x22'feet 7 T7d' h7 had if Set Up in 3 rock-hew" chamber 
42x22 feet, 200 feet below the earth's surface. To give this colossal 

? engme proper support, a massive foundation of stone, 22 feet long, 

.feet wide and 16 feet deep, had been laid. To this ponderous 

groundwork, the engine's bed-plates were securely damped with 

iron bolts With this Vulcan-constructed pump Ralston feft he had 

worsted the subterranean floods. 

^ After the installation, the superintendent, the foreman, and a 

a^n f °fficials' many of them in broadcloth 

fens Wh™ nCrC I iMO 'he Shaft and took UP their P°si-

iron m, I 3i i.WaS y' 3 Slgml Was gmn- S,mvI' lh<-- huge 

antedilu™n «®ing to life, began 

,„'f' .an',. T^en 'hc friction wtcels of the hoisting gear, 

suml m f reTolvC' Gradua% th= water in the 

®np was seen to recede There was great rejoicing. So pleased 

was the superintendent with the result that chilled champagne and 

Russian caviar, previously provided, were served. Standing all 

t t sKSEar*wUdi  had  ™°racd  

One day, eight months later, the aqueous monster tore that fifty-

horsepower Vulcan engine from its foundations. Was th£ cZ 

any thing more discouraging ? 

chs^stM L7 °f t Shaft had 10 be ^continued. Ralston was 

• gusted but only for a moment. Comstock floods must be sub-
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dued. From a San Francisco foundry he ordered an engine of 120 

horsepower, a bigger boiler and a new pump bob, capable of re

verse motion. By then, the "Gould and Curry", had reached a depth 

of 725 feet, but 100 feet of water stood in the sump. Daily the evil-

smelling monstrosity was rising higher in the shaft. Almost a year 

had elapsed before he could turn the power of those 120 horses 

against the sump. 

In the meantime it began to look to Ralston as if the Comstock 

Lode had met the fate of the Real del Monte in Dnrango or the 

Quebradilla in Zacatecas, or that of the rich mines of Guanaxuato. 

• Not only the fate of the Comstock, but the fate of San Francisco 

was dependent on the war which iron arid steel pump must wage 

against water. 

Never had Ralston dreamed that he would be forced to resort to 

such drastic measures.8 

( 



CHAPTER Vril 

COMSTGCK AGENCY OF THE 
BANK OF CALIFORNIA 

1865 

Apprehension as to his investments drove Ralston into big business. 

He must get a strangle hold on the Comstock. He must force the 

small fry out. The Bank of California must be as omniscient in 

turning circles as it was in San Francisco. Everything on the Com

stock must be controlled by him or .quit. No interference could be 

tolerated. Accordingly, he mapped his program. 

All other Virginia City banks, such as Wells Fargo & Co., with 

Homer S. King as cashier; Paxton and Thornburgh; Ruhling & Co.; 

and B. F. Hastings, with Joseph L. King as clerk, were making loans 

to mine and mill owners at the rate of 3 per cent to 5 per cent a 

month.1 

Ralston changed all this. To get business, he reduced the pre

vailing late of interest to 1% per cent, even to 1 per cent when neces

sary. With commendable assurance he advertised he would take 

certificates of stock as well as property as security.2 As a consequence, 

mill and mine owners found it to their advantage to borrow from 

Ralston at the lower rate of interest and to change their accounts 

from the Wells Fargo and other banks to the new agency 3 Before 

^oug, Ralston s branch bank had made loans of varying degrees to 

all the biggest and most important mills and mines. He wasn't in

terested in the smaller ones. He would take care of them later In 

his safes certificates of stock began to pile up. They could be used 

for voting purposes and hence for control of the San Francisco stock 

market. 

As long as ore bodies had endured, the mills could easily pay in-

teiest and make money, but as soon as the ore product began to 

dwindle, the music of the stamps ceased and mill owners found 

54 
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'themselves at the bank. They could not pay the interest on their 

.loans. But Sharon would not listen to any tales of woe. "Business' 

; was business, he told the owners when they appealed for time. 

: Mercilessly, down he clamped when interest failed to materialize 

(.promptly. Pay or surrender. That was the ultimatum. This was all 

I part of Ralston's program. No exceptions were to be made. The 

Ring must control. 

. First the ' Swansea," one of the finest mills on the Lode, in a 

twelvemonth seven other large equipped quartz mills, with all their 

water right contracts and privileges, came into the Bank's clutches.4 

Before long, ten to thirteen others fell into the hands of the agency. 

When a mill, to which Sharon had made a loan, did not capitulate 

as rapidly as he felt it should, that mill was starved into submission. 

The amount of ore supplied would be cut to a minimum. In a short 

time the owner would find that he could not pay his workmen, 

let alone his interest. Then that mill, too, would surrender. If mine 

owners objected to this high-handed policy, they were told they 

could expect no more loans. Thus, one after the other, all the big 

f-mills, that the Bank had had their eyes upon, fell into the Bank's 

, possession. Neither did the California institution mind the ruthless 

reputation it was earning on "C" Street. With so much at stake, 

they could not afford to be squeamish. What matter what disgrun

tled mine and mill owners thought? The Bank must be protected 

at all hazards. 

All this time while mill property was capitulating and stock 

.certificates were piling up in Ralston's vaults, water was rising 

higher in the sumps of his mines, gases were increasing in drifts 

and fire-damp was racing through his winzes. But no new bonanzas 

were discovered. With dread foreboding, Ralston realized that the 

underground water had not been conquered. How could shafts 

sink deeper or another bonanza be found, under such conditions? 

^ The atmosphere in Ralston's San Francisco office became increas-

inSJY gloomy. Disgruntled directors haunted his desk. They re

gretted the organization of the branch agency in Virginia City. 

What good had it done ? It was a drain on the Bank's resources. It 

1 1 is FT W. 
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was costing money, not paying. What good were the twenty mills 

in the Bank s possession if they had failed to realize a tenth of 

their liabilities?. What good were the mines? On account of the 

floods no one could get at their ore bodies. The directors became 

as despondent as the mine and mill owners in Virginia City. Some 

of the directors went to Ralston. They insisted that he close out 

this whole Virginia City business and stop the drain on their capital, 

abandon further effort there, realize what could be gotten out of 

the almost valueless assets and charge up the deficiency to profit 

and loss.5 

Ralston turned a deaf ear to such a proposition. The directors 

didn t realize what that would mean. It would be suicide. It would 

mean the failure of his San Francisco program. Nevertheless he 

was filled with appre hension. His quick perceptions grasped one 

fact after another. If the large sums he had loaned on the Com-

. stock were lost the credit of the home institution would be im

paired. That was an unbearable thought to his pride.6 

He summed up his strategy. It had been a failure. Mills had 

been bought for a song. But what good had that done? Unpro-

ductive mines and rusty ore crushers could not possibly relieve the 

heavy burden resting upon his shoulders. 

For Ralston had become the Atlas of the Pacific. Upon his capa

ble shoulders already rested the financial structure of the whole 

Pacific Coast. No one realized more bitterly than he that he could 

not sustain that position without the Comstock. His plans for a 

Pacific Empire, with San Francisco as the capital, had been founded 

on its continued support. Never had he dreamed that that great 

source of wealth could fail. He had counted on its continuance for 

centuries. With that idea in mind he had founded one manufac

tory after another in California. 

By ^1865, Ralston had taken over the defunct Mission Woolen 

Mills.7 He hated to see an industry that meant so much to Cali

fornia fail. Although, at the time, he was strapped for money, he 

had no intention of letting this occur. 
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The weight of all these projects had grown heavier and heavier 

on the shoulders of Atlas Ralston, and' he faced with dismay a 

future with no Comstock to bolster him. Something must be done. 

In the midst of these worries, Sharon wrote for an advance of 

$750,000. He needed that sum to continue his explorations on the 

Comstock. 

Was there ever a demand more absurd? Right then, Ralston 

needed $750,000 to support his flagging San Francisco industries. 

Not a penny more could he sink in Comstock sumps. 

Greatly alarmed over the requisition, Ralston and Mills deter

mined to visit the Comstock. Before leaving San Francisco, the 

Bank s ̂  directorate made it plain that they intended to demand 

Sharon's resignation at the next meeting.10 They were through 

sinking,money in mining camps. From the beginning they had 

been correct. Sharon had not been the pilot to steer the Bank of 

California argosy into safer waters. 

Meticulous and conservative Mills was determined on one point: 

they must write Comstock Lode affairs off Bank of California's 

books. Ruthlessly they must be slashed. Their Washoe experiment 

must be put down to bitter experience and forgotten. Ralston knew 

what that would mean to San Francisco. 

On rode Mills and Ralston, as fast as stage and steed could travel, 

over the Sierra, down into the Valley of the Carson and up the 

ashoe range to the Comstock. By the time they arrived, Ralston 

could see that Mills was right. Never had he known a more de

pressing outlook. 

, The C°mst°ck presented a picture as melancholy as Ralston's 

noughts: the camp was in eclipse. Fast and furious the miners 

were emigrating to Austin, White Pine, Belmont, and other desert-

nmmed mining districts. Cabins, hovels, hotels were being pulled 

own and packed °n prairie schooners. Already the population 

, " ] 50 per cent. Merchants had grown grim-faced. Bar-

n ere had pawned their diamond studs. Long ago the denizens 

on ^ A?" had d°USed thdr red IamPs and flighted them 

the rim of the eastern desert. 
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Not a mine , was in bonanza. Many were abandoned. Their 

dilapidated works had become the haunt of coyotes. Old dump 

piles were being reworked for scraps of pay ore. The prevailing 

feeling was one of discouragement. Ralston and Mills were alarmed. 

The leading financial institution of the Pacific Coast had allowed 

itself to become a mine-supply company to a mining camp. Now 

it was played out. Icy grew the feeling about Ralston's heart. Per

haps there were bonanzas beneath the water. But where was the 

pump to prove it? Where the engineer to purge prevailing dropsy? 

When Ralston and Mills went into conference with Sharon they 

were of one mind: to close out the Comstock so far as the Bank 

was concerned; realize what could be obtained from almost value

less assets, and charge up the deficiency to profit and loss. Mills 

was determined to get the Bank of California back into legitimate 

banking.channels. What business had they dabbling in silver mines? 

That was not legitimate banking. He had said so all along. It was 

speculation. There must be an end of gambling. 

When the conference opened, Sharon sensed it was the crucial 

moment of his career. But his cold black eyes were never bolder, 

his face never grayer, his expression never more inscrutable. What 

poker player could have foretold what trumps he held in his small 

shapely hand? 

Sharon listened while Mills carefully outlined the firm deter

mination of the Bank of California to abandon the Comstock and 

return to legitimate banking.17 

As soon as Mills had finished speaking, Sharon took the floor. 

Fortified with data and statistics, he exhibited in cold figures the 

enormous extravagance under which, in every department of ad

ministration and of operation, the affairs of the Comstock had been 

conducted while producing ore. After ore bodies had failed he 

pointed out that this extravagance had been continued at the ex

pense of the Bank of California. 

Sharon went on. Now all the mills, mortgaged up to the hilt, 

had fallen into the Bank's power. They could close them or keep 

them going as they saw fit. The most productive of the mines, due 
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to loans made on stock certificates, had likewise fallen under the 

con ^ if- °f Callfornia- k was Ae duty of the Ring to 

, 11115 t0 ^crease it, to elect mine directors whose 

anagement would be m accord with the wishes of the Bank. On 

he went, into the questions of timbering, teaming, provisioning 

water rights. What fortunes had been made out of sup̂ ng 7e' 

xotic Comstock! The Ring must control all these privileges He 

envisioned the Bank with as many feelers as an octopus. Tenta-

les must extend into mine, mill, forest, toll roads, transport stables 

tnto the very body politic. Their suckers must drain every ounce 

. °m °n ^ int° Bank coffers' Whoe- ̂  
Sharon propZ" * ̂  ̂  ™ What 

Sharon laughed at the idea that the camp was played out. If the 

Comstock had produced 73 to roo million dollars in its first 500 feet in 

would T diSg°rge ™ the nm '°°? Th= -» »»? " 

Zter h7n y m mMng eXpeiiCnCe * !t faiW to d-dose 

•wattLneTTS, at grCaMr Pth- Trm Cn0Ugh' the Lode ™s 

gg . But a means could be found to drain it Sutro was 

working on the proWem. His tunnel would serve the purpose. The 

tun >T 1? him Wkh 3 l03n- Perha^5 couId dig the 

into I / "5' A,nd hC f°rtified hlS °wn beIiefs by introducing 

Lode lllm " thC T C3pabIe CXpertS and en8^ - the 

ode. All men were agreed on the benefits which would accrue to 

Sd sutbf "* Wh°le PiCife C°ast ^ was drained 

worked ^ WCrC U"d WCre i»did°usly and economically 

.Then he turned to the other side of the picture-,he lugubrious 

its suoDortP°Wh\ 'ST' m°ment' 'he Ba°k Sh°uld witMraw 

! dlneT u f aPPCn? The Comstock w°"'d te aban. 

woud bfw I™"" Years of development 

lo^e everv doll T'a * W°U'd be 3 Thc Bank would 

Z n fiL V" ,e°pardy- San F""ds«> «»Id no, 

escape financial catastrophe. With so much money invested it 

would be a dark day for the Bank of California, 
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the whole Pacific Coast. What of those bank-fostered industries— 

sugar refineries, woolen mills, railroads, foundries? They would 

go by the board. Without the mines, San Francisco would be crip

pled. Alone, she could not stand. The Comstock was her crutch. 

Take it away. Down she would topple. Her being was centered 

in Washoe. From there she drew her sustenance. Since California's 

gold crop had failed, silver and silver alone had maintained her. 

What would Mills and Ralston do? Destroy the city? 

San Francisco had become Ralston's passion. Her future activated 

him. Her welfare was his last thought at night, his first in the 

morning. Their careers were one and indissoluble. San Francisco 

was his ambition. Her fall would be his ruin. Sharon knew those 

facts. He was gambling upon them now.' 

On he went rapidly. If the Bank of California would stand be

hind him they would levy assessments on the stockholders and 

explore. In the end it would cost the Bank nothing. Then they 

would take two of the most promising mines on the Lode, two at 

its southern end, where there was less water and hence less risk, 

and sink to a deeper level. On his way down he was bound to 

unearth a bonanza or two. During these explorations he would 

re-work, economically, such surface ore-bodies as had been neglected. 

These upper bodies would defray the cost of deeper exploration. 

As favorable points for such explorations, he suggested the "Chollar" 

shaft or the "Yellow Jacket" group in the Gold Hill district. All 

these properties were Bank controlled. 

Mills had heard enough. "The Board of Directors of the Bank 

of California, he interrupted, "would not consent to take the risk." 

Sharon turned toward Ralston. It was risk or ruin: which? 

Ralston wanted to take the chance. Sharon could tread where lesser 

men would fear to venture. With his .help what might they not 

accomplish? Now that Sharon had pointed out the way, Ralston 

was ready to steer in that direction. 

111 agree to be personally responsible," Ralston vouchsafed, "for 

any loss that may result to the Bank by its adoption of Sharon's 

plan."18 
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The staid Mills was swayed by Ralston's guarantee. He knew of 

Ralston's great wealth. If Ralston would hold himself personally 

responsible for all losses, that was another matter. On those prem

ises Sharon might proceed with his explorations. 

As soon as they reached San Francisco, Ralston called a meeting 

of the Bank directors. Swept away by his enthusiasm and Mills' 

favorable opinion, those gentlemen, though unconvinced, passively 

yielded.10 Dividends alone interested them. Assessments were levied 

on the "Yellow Jacket" stockholders. Arrangements were made to 

open the mine. 

So confident was Ralston of the gamble that he formed a part

nership with Sharon: "On all transactions in San Francisco pertain

ing to real estate or stocks." Articles of partnership were drawn 

up and signed. By the irony of fate Tibbey had had to copy them. 

Ralston put his in an envelope, sealed it, and wrote upon the cover: 

"Contract of William Sharon to be delivered to W. C. Ralston 

only." 

This agreement he locked up in'the Bank's vault.20 

Away sailed the Bank argosy with Captain Ralston at the helm 

and Sharon as first mate. 



CHAPTER IX 

KENTUCK'S BONANZA 

• 1865 

• Wh,';S»™ "as„scekin« Eastern capital, Sharon was prospect

ing on the dollar" and "Yellow Jacket" properties. Those mLs, 

at the southern end of the Lode, had been picked out as there was 

less water to impede explorations there than elsewhere. 

Simultaneously, the shafts of the "Choilar" and the "Yellow 

Jacket bit deeper into seams of yellow porphyry. Salaries were re

duced and the work of salvaging Ralston's bank loans progressed 

as economically as possible. At the same time, all the mines over 

hich Ralston had control were re-workcd. Every cent of the profits 

was used ,0 liquidate Bank liabilities. But the Virginia City miners 

had but.httle confidence in ultimate success. They regarded Ralston's 

explorations as the effort of a forlorn hope, giving only a spas

modic vitality to an exhausted lode. As for Sutro and his tunnel-

they were the laughing stock of the Comstock. 

Sharon felt keenly the responsibility of his position. He might 

e an o po er p ayer, but never had he sat in on a game with stakes 

of such magnm.de. Unless he discovered a new bonanza, and dis-

=d,t quick,y^alsmn's Bank would founder on the difficulties 

who h d hTPJ ! Thousands would b= ™ined, and the friend 

who had helped him would be hopelessly involved. As for his own 

tuture, unless—the picture could not be blacker. 

offbeT T1 WC!f mt° hlS W°rk- Not onIy had he affairs 

of the local bank to administer, but every detail of Ralston's mining 

in. Tod f°Peratl0nS' ButheemPIoyed time well. Ifapromis-

for the sb"ft m f°me mmC W3S rep°rted' Sharon would send 

for the shift-boss or foreman, and by hook or crook get the infor

mation wanted. Then the news would be wired to San Francisco. 

be milked ^ * "bulled" "P and the markct would 

64 
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I: " daw" £ou"d Sharon going down some shaft 

; There with lantern and pick he would seek ou/the most promising 

pump. m°St taliativC und«g™»nd shift-bosses to 

to «h"'than ^a'nk^w^d^ones/the^'w^eThreat^ 7"^ " 

* cl°sc touch° 

fy^fcSv<EId "d-"13' Ae TOk 0f CXPloration ™ being d™e 

a -r .' Was a ^lsaPP°intment to Ralston Next Shamn 

S he 17h °£ "7^: .^veiltXn^In £ 

3"4d '̂ rmck-rd'-Ydf17 ow-

^Wtolar h«-™'-d- £™ the 7ancef3m£)le' 

were'aflô Ttock̂ soarê  Shf""  ̂WW rUm!°rs 

X % T'z i 
fc905.ooomore ' 'W° miIli°n Subsequently, 

The miners no longer looked on Sharon as visionary. The diree-
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tors of the Bank of California grew more confident in his judgment. 

Ralston triumphed in Sharon's success and his own escape. The 

pressure on the Bank loosened its hold. More and more he believed 

in himself and the Comstock: his foresight; and the Ledge's future. 

The dread of a run was abated. The ore discovered was followed 

to a depth of several hundred feet, always profitably. 

A controlling interest in the stock of "Yellow Jacket" and "Chol-

, lar followed.3 Vigorously Sharon pushed explorations in those 

mines. In both he discovered large bodies of pay ore which pro

duced many millions of dollars. Payment of dividends was resumed. 

Rich returns poured into the Bank directorate. The Bank refinery 

filled with bullion. Ralston was jubilant. His faith in Sharon had 

justified itself. His star was in its ascendancy. Why had he ever 

doubted? For several succeeding years the three mines fanned the 

flame of public faith in the Comstock and stimulated exploration by 

other companies at other points along the Lode. 

Stock boomed in the San Francisco Stock Market. Daily the 

streets before the Exchange were crowded with excited men and 

women. Incredible fortunes were made and the veiled women in 

black with diamond-studded ears multiplied by the score. 

Ralston, with millions flowing in from the Comstock Lode, re

bounded like a rubber ball suddenly released from pressure. Now 

he would have money to do those things for San Francisco and 

California that he had always wanted to do. 
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By chance the Nevada legislature was in session when he arrived 

and Sutro decided to appeal to them for an indorsement. So forcibly 

i utro impress the legislators with tire necessity of the tunnel its 

future value, not only to the State, but to the nation, that he pre

vailed upon them to pass a memorial asking Congress to make him 

a loan. Tins resolution was drawn up in handsome printed form. 

Among other things the book cited the tunnel's politico-economical 

significance to the nation: it would increase national revenues; but 

foremost, it would help to pay the national debt.8 

In the meantime, Ralston consulted Sharon and both of them put 

their heads together with other Comstock mine owners and capital

ists. Subscriptions to the tunnel were fully discussed. After some 

delay * was decided to indorse Sutro's tunnel project. A number 

of Ralston s companies subscribed through their trustees sums aggre

gating together, with subscriptions from private persons, about 

$600,000. Sutro was overjoyed at this news-already over half-a-mil-

hon dollars subscribed. In a few weeks there seemed every prospect 
o seeing this sum increased, in San Francisco alone to $1,000,000 

or more. ' J 

Sutro had never been so aware of success. The great Bank of 

California, supreme in the Pacific West in politics, in social matters 

in business, had nodded its corporate head in wholehearted 

approval of his tunnel.10 Sutro knew what that meant. All the 

lesser magnates would nod their heads in assent. To Sutro, to Cali

fornia, to the mining world, to financiers all over the country, 

R Iston s nod bore but one significance. The Ring approved of the 

for Cahrn f W°Uld bC 3 grCat ^ for Nevada> 

for California, for stockholders' dividends. When the mines were in 

orrasca, there would be tunnel dividends to carry them over. On • 

the fine of the tunnel new bonanzas might be developed. 

that his troubles were well-nigh over. The great i 
tunnel would be an accomplished fact. New Yorkers would supply 

the $3,000,000 working capital. Perhaps, later, there would be a gov- 4 

ernmental loan. The tunnel would be pushed to rapid completion. | 
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he was never too busy to give a helping hand. Let a man fall from 

one of his building-scaffolds or get mangled in a factory wheel and 

Ralston would be among the first to the rescue; to rush the injured 

one in his own carriage to the hospital; to ease up pain on the jolting 

Way; to engage doctors and nurses and to provide for the injured 

man's family during his incapacity. 

All these acts endeared Ralston to a constantly widening circle of 

admirers. San Franciscans and Californians. Had Ralston wanted 

any political gift within labor's granting it would have been his for 

the asking. He could have been mayor of the city or governor of the 

State had he chosen. Since he didn t want it, these men gave 

him something that Comstock bullion could not buy: admiration, 

affection, adulation, the loyalty of a people for a well-loved sovereign. 

Right or wrong, he was their leader. They followed his every move

ment with devotion. 

Sometimes when the men saw Ralston riding over Telegraph Hill 

on his way to his North Beach swim, they would uncover while he was 

passing. When his coach and four whizzed by them on the high

way, covering them with clouds of dust and showering them with 

pebbles, they made no complaints. Never were these hard workers 

envious of Ralston. They were proud of him, proud of what he was 

accomplishing for California, proud to labor for him. 

But those clouds of dust gave Sutro an idea. He had a cartoonist 

draw a picture of a prideful Ralston, his four horses and tallyho, go

ing pell-mell down the King's Highway covering everybody and 

everything with his dust. The time would come when he could use 

that cartoon effectively. 

Now Ralston decided to consolidate his interests on the Comstock 

Lode. Mills was getting restive. For some time he had not been 

satisfied with the seventeen'ore crushers that had fallen into the 

hands of the Bank of California. They were not good security, he 

had complained. The Bank must be relieved of such an incubus. 

Accordingly in June, 1867, the Union Mill and Mining Company 

had been incorporated, with a capital of. $1,500,000 divided into 15,-
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ooo shares.10 For the charter members of the new company, Ralston 

chose a galaxy from his Ring: Mills, Alvinza Hayward, Thomas 

Sunderland, Charles Bonner, Thomas Bell, W. E. Barron and 

Sharon. Eventually all the stock fell into the hands of Ralston, Mills 

and Sharon.17 

To Ralston, it was a foolish thing to have those seventeen mills 

scattered all, over Mt. Davidson. It was ridiculous to run them by 

steam, with wood selling at prohibitive figures. They should be 

driven by water. Word to that effect went out, and the Union Mill 

and Mining Company concentrated its stamps on the Carson. 

By this time, Ralston's policy had brought most of the independent 

mill owners to their knees. In a short time the Union Mill and 

Mining Company were the owners of all the big mills on the Corn-

stock. Then onlookers realized what had occurred. The whole Lode, ' 

like a lemon, had been caught between the jaws of the colossal 

combine, and every ounce of juice was being squeezed direct into 

the coffers of Ralston's Ring.18 That was the only way to manage it, 

with an expanding San Francisco program. 

From then on, Sharon fed the mills belonging to the Ring to 

their utmost capacity, while the few remaining independent ones 

were utterly starved. Their owners offered to reduce ore at half 

the price charged by die combine; but to no avail. Not a mine 

on the Lode dared to help the independents. So inexorably was 

Ralston's policy followed out that within a short time two more 

mdls fell into the clutches of the Ring. Superintendents of every 

mining company were notified that the interests of the Union Mill 

and Mining Company were paramount to: their own. All their ore 

must go to Ring-owned mills. A few complained of the "piratical 

policy of gutting the mines," but it was useless.19 Ralston's program 

must be followed out to the last letter. 

As the stamps must be kept going night and day, ore was taken 

out of the mines more rapidly than Ralston's mills could reduce it. 

In consequence ore bodies exhausted themselves so rapidly that . 

there was no dividend to pay stockholders, only enough to pay the 

combine for milling-20 
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Sometimes when a -rich body of ore was discovered, the super

intendent was notified to mix worthless rock with the pay ore. In 

that way the Rings mills could be operated much longer than they 

could by just milling the pay dirt itself. By this method many a small 

bonanza exhausted itself without benefit to the stockholders but 

with vast profit to the Ring. If the rich ore body was insufficient for 

this gutting process" the stockholders were assessed to make up the 

difference in the cost of milling.21 Sun Mountain was casting sinister 

shadows over California Street: women were being degraded; youth 

was being defiled; men made corrupt; the city debauched. 

Sometimes a showing would be made in a Virginia City mine. 

San Francisco news-hawks would play it up in the columns of their 

mining reports. Up would shoot the prices of the stock on the San 

Francisco board. Investors would be tempted. Women operators 

would get the mania. By private entrances they would visit their 

brokers and give orders to buy. For a brief period there would be 

wild excitement: wild eyes, wild buying on the market. Incredible 

scenes would be enacted daily. Ministers, clerks, lawyers and school 

teachers would throw their savings, and other people's savings, into 

the insatiable maw of the Exchange. Then adverse Comstock re-

ports would reach the papers: ore was "petering out" or they had 

struck a "horse." Down would go returns as disclosed in mining 

reports. Purchasers would be caught in the trap, while insiders 

reaped the benefit. 

, Veiled figures would drop out of the black-robed procession that 

hovered about the Stock Exchange. Hope would die out of their 

eyes and brilliants increase in the pawn shops. A few days later the 

procession, headed toward Leidesdorff Street, the "Pauper Alley" of 

the district, would receive new recruits. 

So seductive was the influence of the market when the excitement 

was upon them-that those with fixed resolutions could not resist a 

venture. The merchant would reduce his capital stock to raise a 

sum for Comstock investment. The lawyer would draw on his 

c tents money; the banker appropriate his deposits; the bookkeeper 

tamper with his employer's cash-box: all honest in their motives; 
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all assuring themselves that they could replace the funds at a mo

ment's notice. One young broker's clerk in a few months' time used 

money and securities belonging to his employer amounting to more 

than fifty thousand dollars."" Result? The best part of his life was 

spent behind San Quentin's bars. 

A minister had been investing for himself and a brother divine. 

So long as dividends were coming in there was harmony and unity 

between them. A sudden drop in stocks swamped their mutual 

capital. Ill-feeling was created. The breach widened. Bitter ani

mosity- cropped out. A scandal developed. Before peace could be 

restored the holy cause in which.they labored was dishonored. Every

where human debris from the stock market was being blown over 

California Street. 

The Insane Asylum at Stockton filled up with living witnesses to 

Washoe's wild excitement. Mental wrecks who had gone stock mad 

haunted the streets. California buried more suicides in proportion to 

population than any other State in the Union.23 

I 

One quiet morning, when nature was all smiles and the world 

looked brighter than for many a day before, a sharp report was heard 

in one of San Francisco's Nob Hill mansions; the owner was found 

a corpse. He had sent a leaden messenger direct into his heart. 

Cause? As the evening paper sympathetically expressed it: "He 

had lost.in Comstock stocks-"24 

The Bay gives up its dead. In the ghastly remains washed ashore, 

the features of a well-known business man were recognized. The 

jury brought in a verdict: "Accidental drowning." Later develop

ments proved that the victim had sought relief from financial ruin 

by hiding beneath the billows. Stocks? Yes, it was Comstock 

stocks.25 

Gi adually Comstock gambling was undermining the fiber of 

Ralston's realm. 
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voice: it was theirs, the voice of the common people. The voice of 

. the working man crying aloud against the greed of the monopoly 

that was exploiting them. 

With every sentence the listeners grew angrier and angrier, as 

Sutro exposed the manner in which Ralston's Ring had victimized 

them. 

"Many of you will be utterly astonished to learn that neither the 

Bank nor the Mill Ring own more than a few shares in each mine, 

just about enough to be elected trustees of the companies, while you, 

the miners and residents of Virginia City, always own a large amount 

of stock, and sometimes a controlling interest in many of the mines. 

How is it possible that they can control the elections, put in men 

of their own Ring as trustees, and manage and manipulate these 

mines as they please, to further their own ends, if they do not own 

any stock?" 

How? Indeed! And Sutro showed them how they had been 

gulled and swindled and humbugged, and had allowed this clique, by 

sharp practice, to carry out their nefarious schemes. "Go and ex

amine the books, Sutro thundered, "convince yourselves, and then 

wonder how such unblushing falsehood, based on brass and im

pudence, could have existed so long and not be exposed.7 

"You all know there is an institution in San Francisco called the 

Bank of California; they have a branch house in Virginia City over 

which William Sharon presides. Their capital stock is $5,000,000, 

with which they do a business of many millions more. They loan 

out a great deal of money; whether they loan out any of their de

positors' money we don't know; but they loan out a great deal. 

They loan a great deal to their individual members, who are en

gaged in extensive speculation. Some of them pay, but a great many 

do not; that money is scattered all over creation, and whether they 

could pay all they owe, should they be called upon, I doubt very 

much." 

Sutro paused to let this astounding statement sink into the minds 

of his hearers. 

"Now let us see how their control of the mines further operates. 
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There is a concern called the Union Mill and Mining Company, 

composed of just about the same men as control the California 

Bank and the mining companies. At the head of that concern, at 

. Virginia City, is the agent of the California Bank. Somehow or 

other this mill association has gobbled up all the valuable mills in 

the neighborhood, and, as is stated, by paying a very small portion 

of the cost of them. Most of these mills were erected by private 

individuals, depending on a supply of ore from the companies on 

the Comstock Lode." 

Then Sutro went on to tell the startled miners that in controlling 

the mines, Ralston s bank had seen fit to control the ore. Only 

those mills which were in his good graces received any rock. The 

others had to borrow from the Bank of California to tide them 

over. The poor victim on taking that money signed his own death 

warrant. As soon as such a mill man was indebted to the Bank, he 

received no more ore. When he could not pay the interest on his 

indebtedness, the mortgage on his mill was foreclosed and the man 

was utterly ruined. 

In this wise, Sutro continued, Ralston's bank became possessed 

of nearly all the valuable mills on the Comstock, costing millions of 

dollars, at a trifling cost to them.8 

Neither did Sutro stop there with his expose. While he was about 

it, he decided to become aggressive, as well as defensive, to take the 

war into the Bank's own camp and attack them where he knew 

they were the most sensitive: in their own pockets. He drew the 

men's attention to what every one of them knew full well: "their 

nefarious business methods, as well as their absolutely dishonest and 

wicked gambling system," and the amazed miners listened as he 

unfolded, in clearest English, plots and schemes that, as a rule, were 

never referred to above a whisper.9 

There is still another way by which you are victimized," Sutro 

continued. "Supposing the superintendent and foreman of a mine 

are pliable tools in the hands of these cormorants, how easy it is, 

when a rich body of ore is discovered, to keep it secret, and instead 

of taking it out, start the miners going in the wrong direction, 
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taking out inferior ore or bed-rock, sending it to the mills, involving 

the mine in debt, necessitating assessments, and then depreciating 

the stock. And how simple is it for the Bank to gobble it all up 

again quietly, while it is down, and after a large amount of it is 

secured, to set all the men to work that can find room and take out 

the good ore, make a great noise over it, declare large dividends, 

send up the stock, and then quietly sell out and pocket a million 

or so. 

"How .many of you have been bitten in this manner?". Sutro 

demanded. What show have you when the cards are thus stacked 

against you? Have you ever seen a cat play with a mouse? It lets it 

run a little piece and then catches it again and repeats the experi

ment a number of times, to its great delight and amusement. But 

did you ever know it to fail that the cat ate up the mouse in the ' 

long run ? 

- A few of you make a good strike once in a while by sheer 

accident; that keeps up the excitement, and so you keep on gam-

bling in stocks, pay your assessments, and in the end you will be 

eaten up like the poor mouse. There is no guesswork about it. It 

is a sure thing.10 

Fellow citizens, do you commence to understand why this Ring 

opposes the construction of the Sutro Tunnel? They have thus far 

had things their own way, and have with a high hand grasped and 

taken everything worth having in the State of Nevada. • They, like 

v,the devil-fish, have reached out their long slimy arms and taken 

hold of everything within reach, and nothing can escape their deadly 

grip. Do you think for a moment that they would allow so valuable 

a property as that of the Sutro Tunnel Company to escape their 

notice? Do you suppose that this clique, whose ideas of mine and 

thine are very confused, would not go to every exertion to obtain 

so great a prize by intrigue, machinations, and scheming? Do you 

suppose they would allow a superior power to spring up in their 

very stronghold, and not make every effort to destroy it ? And do 

you believe that they would allow it to grow at all, but that they 

would nip it in the very bud ? 
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Now, along with the Ring, Sharon believed that if he could be 

elected United States Senator from Nevada he would be able to fight 

this persistent Sutro to a finish. Never, then, would Sutro be able to 

get a Government loan. Never once had Sutro gotten the best of him 

on,the Comstock. Rest assured if he were in Washington neither 

would Sutro get the best of him there. He would find the way to end 

Sutro's influence with the lawmakers. 

No one knew better than Sharon how necessary it was to protect 

the Bank's monopoly on Sun Mountain against Sutro. Now the 

'  IT 

CHAPTER XXVI 

' SHARON'S CONSPIRACY 

1872 

By 1872 Sharon was consumed with ambition. Next to D. O. 

Mills he was reputed to be die wealthiest man on the Pacific Coast. 

Although Ralston had put him in the way of accumulating every cent 

of it, he now intended to free himself, and use his own wings. 

After the "Belcher" discovery, he was finished with Virginia City. 

He wanted a bigger field of operation. The Comstock was a gam

bling hole, not a place to reside. Who could be proud of hailing 

from such a spot? 

Acceding to Sharon's demands for retirement, Ralston had ap

pointed his brother, A. J. Ralston, agent of the Bank of California in 

Virginia City.1 Sharon departed for San Francisco, through forever, 

he believed, with the Comstock as a place of residence. 

In nine years he had gotten even with the Lode as he had once 

sworn he would. No one had plundered it to better advantage. But 

nothing is gained without some loss. In making himself a wealthy 

man, Sharon had antagonized the Comstockers and warped his. 

own fiber. 
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operations.4 Capital of the Bank, at that time, was supposedly $5 -

000,000. Of this there was due the Bank from George P. Kimball & 

Co. (carriage builders), $578,580.46; from the New Montgomery 

Street Real Estate Company, $1,971,696.56; from the Pacific Woollen 

Mills Company, $967,900, a total of $3,518,177.02. 

These loans, from the Bank's capital, had been made to the owners 

of the properties, William Sharon & Co., in which Sharon and Ral

ston were equal partners. Now these companies were not paying 

the interest on their loans, and the Bank could not collect. 

. Money was stringent in February, 1873. Ralston was worried 

not only about the condition of his companies, but also about the 

Bank s assets, and he wanted the directors to know exactly what was 

going on.5 When the directors heard this distressing news, they 

were far from cheerful. The price of Bank stock was high. The 

directors wanted to keep it that way. But how could they when 

two-thirds of the assets were frozen ? Every month they were getting 

a good dividend. Naturally they did not want that income cut 

down. 

The discussion that developed was not a particularly agreeable 

one. The directors were nettled with Ralston. They did not like to 

see their incomes threatened nor the Bank jeopardized. Ralston's 

information had hit them in two vulnerable spots: pocketbook and 

P"de- But facts were facts> and Ralston pointed them out plainly. 

What did the directors want him to do about it? 

Mills objected strenuously. Why keep three such accounts in the 

Banks portfolio? They were not income-yielding securities. Hence 

they should be thrown overboard. 

^ So much dissatisfaction developed that Ralston was forced to 

assume personal responsibility." When the loans had been made 

the directors had been pleased enough with the investments. For 

years afterward the three had paid good dividends and had enriched 

them all. Had it not been for the Southern Pacific trains they would 1 

still be paying. ̂  Now that they were freezing, Ralston must assume 

full responsibility. How often Mills had required that! I 

. Nine years before when Ralston had wanted to establish an agency '] 

F '  .  •* * 
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|r of the Bank of California in Virginia City and had suggested Sharon 

as agent, Mills had objected until he had been assured of "personal 

responsibility" on the part of Ralston, and he had gotten it. Since, 

Mills had had no cause for complaint. Hadn't the agency proved a 

: gold mine for Mills as well as for every other man concerned ? 

If in the future the Kimball Company, the New Montgomery 

Street Real Estate Company, or the Pacific Woollen Mills, turned out 

profitable investments the directors would be willing to share the 

profits, but never would they share liabilities. Long ago Ralston had 

learned that lesson. "If you make money for these people," he had 

confided to his brother, you won't get any thanks, but if you lose 

money you will be cursed for it."6 

The directors made themselves plain. If Ralston wanted those 

loans he must protect the Bank during the prevailing money strin

gency by assuming full responsibility for them. On February 19, an 

agreement to that effect was signed by J. D. Fry, Ralston's father-

in-law, and D. O. Mills, president of the Bank, and ratified by the 

directors.7 
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Daily, without comment, twenty-five tons, assaying $60 to the ton, 

were taken out of the "Consolidated Virginia" mine. Underground, 

Fair was jubilant. On the surface he became a poker-faced gambler. 

Never for a split second was that expression allowed to relax. Sharon 

interpreted both silence and appearance entirely wrongly: the 

Irishmen had found nothing. All the time, on the San Francisco 

• stock market, "Consolidated • Virginia" shares, were dropping in 

value. That falling market could not have pleased the insurgents 

better. Ralston's crowd would be completely misled. They would 

lose interest in their shares and disgorge. 

/While Sharon continued to laugh up his sleeve, Flood and 

O Brien laid aside their aprons long enough to go into the market 

in search of stock selling at low figures. Not content with their own 

efforts they hired one or two little-known brokers to buy up "Con

solidated Virginia" and "California" on the quiet. With pockets 

bulging with stock, back they would go to the "Auction Lunch" to 
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listen to what the stock sharks and mining experts had to say of the 

falling market. It was very depressing. 

While mining shares were looking lugubrious on California and 

Pine Streets in San Francisco, Fair was down 710 feet with the new 

shaft he was sinking on the x 167-foot drift of the "Consolidated Vir

ginia." Down it was going at the rate of three feet a day. At the 

same time the drift from the "Gould and Curry" was being rapidly 

pushed to the north. Unbearably foul, due to lack of ventilation 

grew the air. By October, 1873, the shaft reached the level of the' 

drift and a current of fresh air shot through. Stimulated by the 

draft, Fair drifted southeasterly a distance of 250 feet until he 

reached a deposit of rich ore.8 

Within fourteen days he had cut a chamber out of the ledge from 

30 to 54 feet in width, 20 feet in height and 140 feet in length. Walls, 

roof and floor, assaying from $93 to $632 per ton, would have stag

gered Aladdin with their riches.9 

As for Mackay and Fair, they remained absolutely mum on their 

discovery. Even the workmen, instructed to hold their tongues, 

divulged nothing of what was going on on the 1167-foot level of 

the Consolidated Virginia." Thus the people on the surface and 

those in San Francisco knew less than nothing of what was occur

ring in their very midst. 

All this time Ralston was looking as serene and unconcerned as 

if he bore no added weight upon his shoulders. In October, Mills 

resigned the presidency of the Bank of California and Ralston was 

elected m his stead. Mills said he wanted a respite from business to 

travel abroad. Some onlookers claimed that his resignation was 
prompted by the lack of liquidity of the capital funds of the Bank.10 

The freezing" of some of the William Sharon & Co. accounts had 

astened it. On the .contrary, Mills announced that never had the 
Bank of California been in better shape: "all the investments were 

sound."11 

Be that as it may, on retiring, Mills insisted on selling his 5000 
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shares of bank stock. Ralston remonstrated. The name of Mills, at 

the head of his list of stockholders, had a potential value. Resign if 

he must but retain his stock. But Mills was insistent. Much against 

his wishes, Ralston took over Mills's certificate of stock, paid him in 

cash and speeded him on his round-the-world tour. Mills departed, 

believing that he had severed all ties with Ralston's bank. But some

how or other Ralston neglected to remove Mills's name from the 

books. To do that, at this time, he told himself, would have had a 

bad effect in banking circles in San Francisco. 

Even after he became president, there was very little difference in 

the Ralston program. Every month the 1 per cent dividend went 

over bank counters. Every morning, shortly after dawn, Ralston, 

debonair and smiling, was at the Palace Hotel. There was no let-up 

in outlay. Every noon he was lunching at the Union Club. Some eve

nings he swam off North Point. Others he dispensed a princely 

hospitality at his Pine Street residence or at his Belmont villa. 

Never had there been such a person in San Francisco. "A more 

genial, liberal or charitable man never trod God's earth," men said. 

"He was humble; he was simple in his everyday life. It was as easy 

to approach W. C. Ralston, president of the Bank of California, on 

business or on a mission of charity, as the most humble hod-carrier 

in the city."12 

Morning, noon, night and day Ralston received a public ovation 

at the Palace, on the streets, at the club. Everywhere he was greeted 

with a glad eye, a warm clasp of the hand, a lifted hat. No Grand 

Duke in his prime could have attained a warmer acclaim from his 

people than California's, first. citizen was receiving hourly in his 

capital city. Generous to the needy, to the widow, to the orphan, to 

unfortunates, to the homeless, and to the bereaved, he was hailed 

everywhere as the friend of the poor; as a patron of art; a commer

cial "tycoon"; a great banker; and philanthropist. 

San Franciscans loved, respected, all but worshiped Ralston. The 

poor blessed him as he passed. Children ran after him. Some men 

hated him for his success. Some were envious of his popularity. A 
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bonanza exhausted itself. If Deidesheimer were right and there was 

•1,500,0005000 in bullion in the bonanza, think what that would 

mean with royalties at two dollars a ton! Never had an earth-

monster made such a frantic effort to burrow through the earth 

and catch a prize as Adolph Sutro was now making with his dia

mond drills, and air-compressors and dynamite. 

Upon the opening of this bonanza and its development northward 

through "California" ground to the south line of the "Ophir," 

Sharon induced Ralston to believe that the "Ophir" contained the 

richest part of the great bonanza.24 Hadn't that been true of the 

"Crown Point" bonanza? Hadn't the richest part of it extended 

through to the "Belcher"? Hadn't they picked up the stock for a 

song? Hadn't William Sharon & Co. made millions in that maneu

ver ?. Out of those millions had emerged the Palace Hotel and the 

palatial Pine Street residence. Out of them had come a great stimu

lus to the growth of San Francisco and California.25 

Ralston was aware of all these facts. Besides, out of the "Ophir" 

had come the Comstock's first bonanza. It had been a surface one. 

But with deeper development, as in the "Virginia Consolidated" 

and "California," it stood to reason that there would be more. 

By such reasoning and with previous example to back the argument, 

Ralston was induced to believe that history would again repeat it

self: The Consolidated Virginia" and "California" bonanza would ; 

continue itself into the "Ophir" just as the "Crown Point" had. 

done in "Belcher" ground. 

Ralston was in dire need. There were all his offspring to think; 

about: those "personal responsibility" notes; the New Montgomery 

Street Real Estate Company; the Pacific Woollen Mills; the Kimball 

Carriage Company; the Cornell Watch Company; as well as a hun

dred other responsibilities to consider. Above all, there was the 

Palace Hotel, half finished. Another bonanza was urgently needed. 

With so many obligations outstanding it was a bad time to go 

into the market. It would take thousands to control "Ophir"— 

hundreds of thousands, but it must be done. Ralston could read the 

& » f 
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THE HEART OF THE COMSTOCK 

writing on the wall: already the "Virginia Consolidated" bonanza 

had endangered his money power. The greater wealth of the Bo

nanza Kings, as the Irish quartet were now called, would eclipse 

the supremacy of. the Bank of California. He must discover a greater 

bonanza. 

Fortunately there was little chance of doubt. Hardly a risk. Ex

perts assured Ralston of the continuity'of the bonanza. So William 

Sharon &.Co. went into the market to buy "Ophir" at bedrock 

prices. Whatever it cost, "Ophir" must be controlled. 
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ment, befuddled guests would wander into the wrong sleeping 

rooms to the great embarrassment of the host.4 

Some nights fifteen or twenty of Ralston's crowd would meet at 

a favorite restaurant. One would order dinner, another wine, while 

a-third would engage a loge at the California Theatre, where Edwin 

Booth was playing Richard III, Macbeth, and Othello. About this 

time Adelaide Neilson, the celebrated English prima donna, came 

to San Francisco for a limited engagement. So delighted was Ral

ston with the exquisite quality of her interpretations, that he 

deluged her Occidental Hotel rooms with flowers and one night 

presented her with a diamond necklace that had cost thousands of 

dollars.5 

On another occasion he gave a banquet in honor of Madame Neil-

son. Newspapers spoke of it as the most sumptuous ever served in 

San Francisco.0 

Up until this period, Mackay and Fair had always kept their 

checking accoupt in the Bank of California agency. Out of it they 

had paid their mine and milling expenses in Virginia City. At one 

time, Mackay had on deposit with Ralston, $1,800,000. Lacking a 

place ̂  of their own, the Irish quartet had stored their "Consoli

dated and California" bullion in Ralston's refinery. Even then, 

they had $400,000 in bars deposited there in his care.7 But they 

decided to change all this. 

In the spring of 1875, there arose rumors of a disturbing nature 

to Ralston. The bonanza quartet announced that they needed a 

bank of their own, and a refinery in which to deposit their bullion. 

On a piece of San Francisco property, bounded by Montgomery, 

Pine and Summer streets, lately acquired by Flood and O'Brien, 

slowly arose an imposing edifice. It was to be called the Nevada 

Block, to commemorate the source of their great wealth. Its first 

floor would house the Nevada Bank of San Francisco, of which 

Mackay, Fair, Flood, and O'Brien would be directors. Their pres-
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ident, a fifth member lately admitted to their circle, would be Louis 

McLane, originally an incorporator of Ralston's bank, later pres

ident of. Wells Fargo Express Company and of the Pacific Mail 

Steamship Company. Locked up in their bank vaults would be their 

capital stock: $5,000,000 in Comstock gold. 

Of all banks in the world the Nevada was to be the only one with 

a paid-up capital of yellow metal: that alone was a threat to Ralston 

whose investments required a wide circulation of money. But die 

Irishmen were using no aggressive tactics. Every move was as logi

cal as a child falling off a log: they needed a bank to handle their 

San Francisco Stock Market operations. They had the capital. 

Therefore they had founded the Nevada Bank of San Francisco. 

They wanted complete independence of California banking houses. 

Every move was as inevitable as the day of doom. 

Yet the very presence of the Nevada Bank on Montgomery 

Street, the removal of the bonanza crowd's checking accounts, a new 

center of stock-dealing operations, was competitive and therefore 

threatening to Ralston. 

Ralston noted these changes with alarm. Where before there had 

been only one financial- sun, clearly, now, he could see another 

arising over San Francisco's horizon. A sun whose inevitable course 

across California s commercial firmament he had been unable to 

stay. A sun that was giving forth tremendous light, warmth, and 

animation. Toward its rays, old adherents were stretching forth 

eager hands: in welcome, in obedience,. in obeisance. It was dis

tressing. Look at Louis McLane: once an original incorporator of 

the Bank of California; now an adherent of the Irish insurgents. 

With dread foreboding, Ralston read a writing on his bank walls. 

Not "Mene, mene, Tekel," but words more significant. Supremacy 

was doomed. The Irish insurgents were eclipsing him-. It was a bit

ter sight. Fresh alignments were being made, new allegiances de

manded. The old order was changing, a new day was dawning, he 

must be ready to re-adjust himself. 

If he was to continue as the financial Cssar of San Francisco he 

must look to his laurels. He would not yield. He must win out. 
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When his old followers came to Ralston's office seeking financial 

adwce he was ready for them. As debonair and light-hearted as 

er He had two superb offerings to make. Either of them were 

e x c e l l e n t  i n v e s t m e n t s :  b u y  " O p h i r "  o r  b u y  " S p r i n g  V a l l e y o r  

corne F ̂  C°ntr01 3 Comstock bonanza> the other would 

mistake 1SCO Wat£r" 0n neither co^ his friends make a 

The discovery in the "Consolidated Virginia" and "California" 

d forced Ralston and his Ring to open the dormant "Ophir" 

which .lay next door to that fabulous bonanza. When they had 

done so, they had convinced themselves of a bonanza. Not only an 

extension of the one in the "Consolidated" and "California" mines 

but a separate, distinct one. In shape it was not unlike an egg' 

Narrow at the top and gradually widening out as it descended 

was the physical presence of that bonanza that had added 

onviction to Ralston's advice regarding "Ophir" and he was de

termined to control and share it with his friends.8 

Another bonanza, Ralston realized, was imperatively needed to 

whkhl  e°'erpmes wthich had absorbed all his means and from 
id, IK could not withdraw without disaster. Also, he had im-

p heated himself. In a way he had fallen into Sharon's power; to com-

LfideZh , v dnbeen fOTCed '° b0rrow from him. 

draw' r f " ™ 0f his position in the Ean,:. he had 
for Z, °n™CeS' Wors' of all, there were all those notes 

L dved o" '• °' T W"e ^ Payinf a «« « ̂ e principal , 
ZfidZ m"C CnCy dtpCnded upon thc C-omstock. With 
confidence Ralston turned toward the Lode. Twice before Sun 

Mountain had rescued him. He had come to believe thatZhe" 

TLidTe d a dTthe C°mSt0Ck W0uld Mnd b- one. Always i 

Zrivhet Z d Tc Ndthcr did hc doub' 'his time.: 

tiof o ht R TZ °phir"; Cagerly hc 'be atten- i 
from EurZ if't ' action; even MiUs who had lately returned 
wlyWaS .toRalston'ssIogan: "Buy'0phw'"-"B»y : 

Many others, notably "L„cky.. Ba|d„in> had ^ ^ ̂  
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conclusion: The "Consolidated" and "California" bonanza would 

undoubtedly extend through to the "Ophir." Now they, too en

tered the lists. Of these, already, "Lucky" Baldwin was the largest 

holder of Ophir" stock. Ralston realized that he could only gain 

control of the mine by buying them out. There were 108,000 shares. 

Of these, he would have to have more than half. Enthusiastically 

he laid out his plans for the coming compaign. 

In all of these moves Sharon had aided and abetted Ralston. On 

his own, he had proclaimed his confidence in the "Ophir" mine as 

a permanent investment." Statements to that effect he had circu

lated upon the street and whispered in confiding ears. The Terri
torial Enterprise in Virginia City and The Gold Hill News, both now 

owned by Sharon, had written up the mine as one of tremendous 

value. Recent discoveries had been played up to startling propor

tions. These highly wrought descriptive accounts of the extent of 

ore bodies, and the richness of assays would have justified invest

ment at the highest, prices. 

Thus. Sharon & Co. entered heartily into Ralston's plan to control 

Ophir before the December elections.10 

In the spring of 1874, Sharon had, again, announced himself as a 

candidate from Nevada for the United States Senate. Sutro stood a 

good chance of getting a two-million-dollar loan from Congress. 

The Committee on Mines and Mining had already recommended 

it. According to the Bank, this Sutro loan must be defeated. 

^ This time Sharon announced that 'he would run on the Repub

lican ticket to succeed William T. Stewart-dynamic Bill Stewart. 

Stewart had made an enviable reputation for himself in Washing

ton. Faithfully he had listened to the supreme • voice in San Fran

cisco; obeyed to the letter all behests; even to resigning the presi

dency of the Sutro Tunnel Company. But now Sharon, consumed 

by ambition, was getting out of hand. No . longer could Ralston 

stay him with a crook of the finger. Already the Bank had one 

enemy in Jones in the United States Senate. Not knowing what 

might happen, Ralston regretted seeing an old retainer like Stewart 
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pushed aside. But he could do nothing about it. He must have 

Sharon where he could defeat Sutro. 

When Sharon announced his candidacy, he promised his constitu

ents to outdo Jones in the extent of campaign expenditures. Un- • 

justifiably, as events had proved, Jones had squandered over half a 

million dollars on a foregone conclusion.11 

As the campaign developed, Sharon kept to his promise. His 

lavish scattering of money throughout the State before the election 

dazzled the West. By many it was considered a disgrace to Sun 

Mountain. During this period, Nevada earned the reputation of-

being a rotten borough. But as a publicity stunt, this debauch was 

a huge success. It attracted the attention of California newspapers,' 

and was fully discussed in political circles throughout the country.12 

No less than $800,000 of Comstock wealth, it was claimed, had gone; 

into Sharon's publicity fund.13 

Neither had Sharon any intention of distributing all that money 

without reasonable prospects of good returns. 

Early in his campaign Sharon had given out the information that 

a deal in "Ophir" stock was to be consummated during the fall of 

1874. Into the ear of every legislator he had whispered a confiden

tial tip: "buy all the 'Ophir' possible, keep buying, but, above all • 

things, do not hold the stock after it has reached $300." That "con

fidential tip spread throughout the sagebrush country. Every one 

to whom it was confided hastened to buy "Ophir." When it was 

known that Sharon himself was buying heavily, his confidants spent 

every farthing they owned for "Ophir." At the same time in San 

Francisco, Ralston was trying to gain control of "Ophir" as quietly 

as possible. Sharon's "tip" and buying caused a premature rise in 

the market price. As the campaign continued, every shaie of 

"Ophir" began to cost Ralston more and more.14 

As soon as Sutro learned that Sharon was a candidate for U. S. 

Senator from Nevada he was violently opposed. Not for an instant 

would he have Ralston's right-hand man go to the Senate where he. v 

could use his position to cripple the tunnel enterprise. Consequently 
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Sutro entered the lists himself, determined at all hazards to "tun

nel Sharon's prospects."15 He made up his mind to run on the 

Independent Dolly Varden ticket, for the United States Senate. 

During the campaign, Sutro and the Independent Party chartered 

Piper's Opera House in Virginia City and thus forced Sharon and 

h the Republicans to hold their mass meetings out in the streets. 

Again Sutro resorted to pictures. Cartoons had started the tun

nel. Pictures would send him to Washington. The eye coupled with 

a proper amount of oratory would be hard to beat. 

Sutro had magic-lantern slides painted in the East. They depicted 

Sharon in various roles: as a man who had prospered on the mis

fortunes of others; as the instigator of the crookedest railroad in 

the world; as a profiteer in Sierra lumber and water. All day-

p long free exhibitions, ,one after the other, like a popular cinema, 

were given to crowded houses. 

To counteract these picture shows, Sharon engaged Tom Fitch, 

the greatest spellbinder on the Pacific Coast. His job was to wither 

the Sutro movement. He went about it with strangely clothed 

metaphors, biting wit, and scathing satire.10 

"The Sutro Tunnel" Bill," he declaimed, "was an autogenous 

scheme to plunder, one of the worst in our official records!" He 

predicted that the tunnel would be finished "in about two cen

turies, but if Congress would assist Sutro in his unscrupulous plun

der scheme, he might live to enjoy the honor and fame of being 

the founder and finisher of one of the most disgraceful enterprises 

in the United States." 

In addition to these oratorical outbursts, Sharon carried on his 

campaign through the press of California and Nevada. This time he 

had not dared to trust his campaign to Joe Goodman, editor of 

The Territorial Enterprise, who during the previous one had made 

him the laughing-stock,of the Comstock Lode by alluding to him 

as a "hyena" and accusing him of throwing honor and honesty to 

the winds and breaking "faith with men" whenever it suited his 

purpose.17 To avoid such a repetition Sharon had bought The Ter

ritorial Enterprise outright. It had cost him many thousands of 
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CONTEST FOR "OPHIR" ,-n 

On the strength of the money Baldwin had made in "Ophir" he 

erected a sumptuous hotel and theatre on Market Street: The Bald

win. Near Pasadena he laid out the Santa Anita Rancho and race
course. 

Keene had also been gifted with the same foresight as Baldwin. 

to R 1 ?Wn aCC°T Had beCn 3Cquirin^ "°phir," then selling it 

m10 g advance: thereby making many of his own 

millions, and laying the foundations of his enormous Wall Street 

But Ralston was happy. He was not counting the cost. He had 

he felt hisT |"0phim P ̂  With this bonanza 
he felt his struggles would be at an end. In addition he had the 

Spnng Valley Water Company to think about. 

Now Sharon played his trump cards. Besides the shares Ralston 

had bought for the joint account of William Sharon & Co., Sharon 

had been buying Ophir" on his own. By fall he had quite a block 

of stock ^nd so had every politician in the State of Nevada. The 

e ch Zn Wak iT ^ day t0 C°me When "°Phir" would 

own W CaCh makC 3 nke lktle nest<8g of ^eir 

Unhed0srb? 35 ST- " Ae NCVada deCti0nS Were — and his 

United^States Senatorship was assured, Sharon began to unload his 

Si* ^ S°meuhe S°ld aS low as $200 a share, some as high 

_ $ 50, until it was all gone. Then he "shorted."11 "When he filled 

is s orts' he got back all the money he had spent in his Senatorial 

campaign and several hundred thousand dollars more."12 His coup 

had b^ successful. The ^ broke ^ ^ ̂  J 

Many operators, suspicious of Sharon's design, condemned him for 

the wicked way m which he had betrayed his political supporters 

this be true, cried De Long, one of his dupes, "the man is a 

demon and deserves destruction."13 

Unaware of the cause of the market break, Ralston tried to sustain 
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the market. He was in a desperate position, but never for a moment 

did he lose his composure nor his confidence. 

Now, all of his available assets were tied up in "Ophir" or Spring 

Valley Water Company. He could neither sell the shares of 

"Ophir" that he had purchased nor could he sustain their market 

value. There was not in his bank nor on the whole Pacific Coast 

c a p i t a l  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  s u p p o r t  t h e  s t o c k  a t  t h e  f i g u r e s  a t  w h i c h  h e  h a d '  

purchased it. He had to be content to watch it fall. 

Then the "Bears" started a rumor. Ralston's "Ophir" bonanza-

had given out. It was not an egg-shaped one as experts had declared, 

that would broaden out as it descended. At the top it had widened, 

then it had absolutely flattened. It was only a small part of an egg, 

less than a quarter. When cross-cuts had been run, it was found 

that it had pinched out and was a failure.14 Like the second shock 

of an earthquake those bad tidings shook Ralston and the stock 

market to their foundations. 

The Exchange was demoralized. All stocks fell with a resound

ing crash. "California" in the second week of January, 1875, dropped 

200 points. By the end of the month it had lost 170 more. During the 

same period "Consolidated Virginia" passed from $710 to $595 then 

to $452. "Ophir" dropped from $315 to $183. Not even at that 

figure could Ralston sustain it. In the third week in January it sank 

t° $133, and in the fourth week to $1x6. Finally, absolutely unsup

ported, it fell in utter collapse, to $50 a share. 

San Francisco staggered financially, morally and commercially 

under the strength of the blow dealt Comstock stocks. Men as well 

as women were ruined. The march toward "Pauper's Alley" became 

a procession of ragged and hopeless people. So intimately associated 

was Ralston's industrial empire with the Comstock Lode that the 

Coast was demoralized. Values were destroyed. Confidence was 

weakened. Men distrusted their fellow men. Where before had been' 

happiness and security, hate and loss of faith took their place. The 

worst phase had not yet dawned on San Francisco. There were 

known bonanzas in "California" and "Consolidated Virginia" but 
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beaming under money-bags, others were groaning because their 

checks had produced nothing. 

[:••• Now there were thousands on the street. They rocked to and 

| ̂ra They assaulted window and door. Men clung to balconies and 

| hung over cornices in their anxiety to get into the bank; on every 

I face dismay was written. Every voice registered utter distrust. 

What right, bawled one, "has a bank manager to dabble in 

stocks, to 'bull' and 'bear' the market, to give credit to mines that 

v ^quotec* at ten times ̂ eir value or that have no value at all?" 

. security is there for depositors if the manager has an iron 

in the fire for all sorts of schemes?" retorted another, 

f "How can the president of a bank build hotels, run a real estate 

; office, manufacture furniture, build carriages, make watches, run 

a theatre, race fast horses and entertain as lavishly as a prince ? How 

; can Ralston do all these reckless things and expect his bank to 

withstand a crash?" 

I «The Ccfl anc* Bulletin," began one, and was choked off. 

I Gambling in Comstock stocks has ruined the city," brought out 

I another. 

Flood and O'Brien," retorted a third, "are somehow at the bot

tom of this trouble. On Wednesday they withdrew a couple of mil

lion of dollars from the bank.17 Besides, they have been recommend-

l.. mg several heavy depositors among their friends, to withdraw their 
[; deposits."18 

5 On went loud protest and bitterer , complaint. And all the time 

• Ralston s bank was bleeding, bleeding from every counter and vault, 

j: bleeding the silver that had come from "Crown Point" and "Belcher" 

and the newly minted bullion coins from the refinery. 

While the run was at its height, an old depositor, having supreme 

confidence in the Bank of California, struggled vainly for entrance 

I declaring that he had $40,000 which he wished to deposit if the crowd 

would only open its ranks and give him a chance. But the throng 




